I                         King and Witenagemot                      n

been kingdoms of earlier formation, with the minimum of
necessary administration. The king is at the head: the
national council is the witenagemot.

Under the Heptarchic arrangement there was no organized
unity but the ecclesiastical. The Church in this aspect is older
than the State. The Church councils were the only national
councils, the metropolitan the only person whose word had
the same force everywhere : it was through the Church that
the nation first learned to realize its unity. Yet the unity
of the race, though not available for organized government,
was not forgotten. There was no period within historic times
when one of the seven kingdoms had not an honorary and more
or less real precedence. Whether or no this precedence was
expressed by the title of Bretwalda, it involved no Inherent
authority, nor does it imply any unity of administration.
Each kingdom has its own witenagemot, and the delibera-
tions of the kings are rather consultations of plenipotentiaries
than national councils. Only when Wessex has finally
annexed the other kingdoms, is the nation counselled for
by one witenagemot.

Neither in its earlier nor in its later form, neither in the
seven kingdoms nor in the one, is the witenagemot formed on
the model of the lower courts. It is not a f olkmoot; although it
represents the people, it is not a collection of representatives:
its members are the principes, the sapientes, the comites
and counsellors of royalty, the bishops, the ealdormen, and the
king's thegns. The witenagemot can never have been a large
assembly ; seventeen bishops, a variable number of ealdormen,
according as the shires were distributed singly or in clusters,
never perhaps more than twenty; of vassal members also a
variable number, gradually increasing as the power of the crown
became greater and the number of jurisdictions multiplied
under the leaven of feudalism.

The process of time and change of circumstances have now
reversed the dictum of Tacitus. On greater matters the princes